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THE  ROBIN. 

At  a  regular  meeting  of  the  Society,  held  January  9,  1858,  the  following 
votes  were  passed : — 

Edward  S.  Rand,  Jr.,  offered  the  following  motion,  which  was  laid  on  tlie 
table : 

Voted,  That  the  President  of  the  Society  be  and  hereby  is  autliorized,  in 
behalf  of  this  Society,  to  petition  the  Legislature  at  its  present  session  for 
the  repeal  of  such  of  the  statutes  and  laws  of  this  Commonwealth  as  prohibit 
the  taking,  killing  and  destroying  of  the  bird  commonly  known  as  the  robin. 

On  the  presentation  of  the  above  vote,  an  animated  discussion  took  place, 
in  which  most  of  the  members  present  took  part. 

J.  W.  P.  Jenks,  Prof,  of  Zoology,  presented  a  communication  in  favor  of 
the  Society’s  first  learning  the  habits  of  the  robin  before  presenting  the  pe¬ 
tition,  and  on  motion  of  Edward  S.  Rand,  Sen.,  it  was 

Voted,  That  the  subject  be  referred  to  a  Committee  consisting  of  three, 
of  which  Mr.  Jenks  shall  be  Chairman,  and  that  the  Committee  be  requested 
to  make  a  thorough  investigation  of  the  subject,  and  report  at  such  time  as 
they  may  deem  advisable. 

The  Committee  consists  of 

J.  W.  P.  Jenks,  Chairman, 

C.  M.  Hovey, 

E.  S.  Rand,  Jr. 

The  following  Report,  presented  March  5,  will  show  how  ably  the  Com¬ 
mittee  have  performed  the  duties  assigned  them.  On  motion  of  Mr. 
Walker,  it  was  unanimously 

Voted,  That  the  Report  be  accepted  and  placed  in  the  hands  of  the  Com¬ 
mittee  on  Publication,  with  instructions  to  publish  the  same,  and  make 
such  a  distribution  thereof  among  kindred  associations,  (horticultural  and 
agricultural,)  as  may  be  deemed  advisable. 
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PROF.  JENKS’S  REPORT. 

Mr.  President, 

It  will  be  remembered,  that  at  the  January  meeting  of  our  Society,  1858, 
it  was  proposed  to  make  the  food  of  the  Robin  (Turdus  migratorious,  Linn.) 
a  subject  of  special  investigation  throughout  the  year,  to  the  end  that  we 
might  arrive  at  some  positive  conclusion  in  reference  to  its  utility  to  the 
horticulturist. 

As  chairman  of  the  committee  appointed  for  the  investigation,  I  submit¬ 
ted  a  report  of  progress  in  April  of  that  year,  and  now  beg  leave  to  incor¬ 
porate  that  with  the  present,  as  our  report  for  the  entire  year. 

PLAN  ADOPTED  FOR  THE  INVESTIGATION. 

First,  to  obtain  birds  at  day-break,  mid-day,  and  sunset. 

Second,  to  obtain  birds  from  both  the  village  and  the  country. 

Third,  to  preserve  in  alcohol  the  contents  of  each  gizzard. 

RESULTS  IN  PROCURING  SPECIMENS. 

Beginning  with  the  first  week  in  March,  1858,  specimens  have  been  ex¬ 
amined  at  least  iveekhj,  and  most  of  the  time  daily,  to  December,  and  during 
the  winter  months,  at  least  semi-monthly  to  thei< present  date. 

RESULTS  OF  INVESTIGATION. 

First.  Early  in  March,  numbers  of  this  bird  made  their  appearance  in 
this  vicinity ;  but,  until  the  second  week  in  April,  only  the  male  birds. 

Second.  The  gizzards  of  those  killed  in  the  morning  were,  as  a  rule, 
either  entirely  empty,  or  but  partially  distended  with  food,  ivell  macerated; 
while  those  killed  in  the  latter  part  of  the  day  were  as  uniformly  filled  with 
food  freshly  taken. 

Third.  From  the  almost  daily  examination  of  their  gizzards,  from  the 
early  part  of  March  to  the  first  of  May,  not  a  particle  of  vegetable  matter 
was  found  in  the  gizzard  of  a  single  bird.  On  the  contrary,  insects  in  great 
variety,  both  as  to  number  and  kind,  as  well  as  in  every  variety  of  condition 
as  to  growth  and  development,  were  the  sole  food. 

But  nine-tenths  of  the  aggregate  mass  of  food  thus  collected  during  this 
period  consisted  of  one  kind  of  larva,  which,  through  the  aid  of  Baron 
Ostensacken,  Secretary  of  the  Russian  Legation  at  Washington,  I  was 
enabled  to  identify  as  the  Bihio  albipennis.  Say,  and  whose  history  and 
habits,  by  the  aid  of  Dr.  Asa  Fitch,  entomologist  of  the  New  York  State 
Agricultural  Society,  I  was  enabled  to  make  out  quite  satisfactorily. 
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From  one  to  two  hundred  of  this  larva  were  frequently  taken  from  a  sin¬ 
gle  gizzard,  all  in  a  fresh,  unmacerated  condition ;  and  usually,  when  this 
larva  was  found,  it  was  the  only  food  in  the  stomach. 

To  quote  from  a  communication  received  from  Dr.  Fitch,  he  says,  “  My 
attention  was  first  directed  to  this  fly  some  twelve  years  ago,  when  I  was 
occupied  in  investigating  the  wheat  midge.  I  observed  it  to  be  so  very 
common  in  fields  of  growing  wheat  that  I  suspected  it  of  living  at  the  ex¬ 
pense  of  that  grain  crop  ;  but  on  looking  around  I  found  it  was  equally  as 
common  everywhere  else — resting  upon  the  grass,  leaves,  and  flowers  in 
my  yard  and  garden,  as  well  as  in  meadows,  pastures,  and  forests  *  *  *  *  * 
It  comes  abroad  about  the  20th  of  May,  and  continues  about  a  fortnight. 
You  will  readily  recognize  it  by  its  commonness,  and  its  white  transparent 
wings ;  its  body  being  black,  clothed  with  soft  white  hairs.  It  is  very  sluggish, 
moving  around  but  little,  and  is  easily  picked  up  by  the  fingers.  ***** 
On  page  764  of  the  London  Gardener’s  Chronicle  of  the  year  1844,  is  a 
valuable  article  of  Ruricola,  (J.  O.  Westwood,)  giving  a  full  history  of 
the  Bihio  Marci,  the  European  analogue  of  the  one  in  question.  ‘  It 
appears  these  insects  (unlike  most  others  of  the  family  Tipulidte  to  which 
they  pertain)  are  most  pernicious,  the  larva  feeding  upon  the  roots  of 
plants,  sometimes  to  such  an  extent  as  to  cause  them  to  wither  and  die. 
Ruricola  states  that  the  larva  of  the  Marci,  and  other  allied  species  of 
Bibio,  are  frequently  sent  to  him  by  gardeners,  who  find  them  to  be  mis¬ 
chievous  in  their  strawberry  beds,  vine  borders,  flower  pots,  and  other  situ- 
tions  where  the  soil  remains  undisturbed  during  the  autumn  and  spring.’ 
And  another  writer,  Bouche,  says  ‘  that  his  bed  of  ranunculuses  was  com¬ 
pletely  demolished,  for  several  successive  years,  by  these  worms  eating  the 
roots.’  From  these  facts  every  one  will  perceive  that  the  robin,  consum¬ 
ing,  as  you  found  it  to  do,  from  one  to  two  hundred  of  these  Bibio  larva 
daily,  during  the  months  of  March  and  April,  has  probably  been  ridding 
our  gardens  of  these  vermin  every  year  hitherto;  thus  rendering  us  an  im¬ 
portant  service,  of  which  we  have  been  wholly  unaware.  *****  The 
larva  are  gregarious ;  living  together  in  swarms,  and  perforating  the  ground 
so  that  it  resembles  a  honeycomb. 

This  is  probably  caused  by  the  parent  fly  depositing  her  whole  stock  of 
eggs  in  one  spot,  she  being  too  lazy  and  slothful  to  wander  about  and  dis¬ 
tribute  them  in  different  places.  Hence  the  robin,  on  finding  one  of  these 
worms,  knows  that  there  is  a  host  of  others  at  the  same  place,  and  thus  re¬ 
pairs  to  that  spot,  day  after  day,  and  gluts  himself  with  them  till  the  whole 
colony  is  exterminated.” 
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To  this  extract  I  may  be  allowed  to  add,  that  my  ow-n  observations, 
during  the  past  year,  confirm  the  conclusions  of  Dr.  Fitch  respecting  this 
larva  in  every  particular,  having  found  its  colonies  in  November,  and  ob¬ 
served  the  fly  in  early  summer.  I  may  also  here  introduce  an  extract  from 
a  communication  of  a  lady  friend,  under  date  of  Oct.  7,  1858.  She  says: — 
“  On  speaking  of  your  remarks  concerning  the  food  of  the  robin,  at  the 
Teachers’ Association  at  Bridgewater,  in  June  last,  to  my  father,  he  told 
me  of  a  little  circumstance  which  I  thought  just  proved  your  statement.  It 
was  formerly  the  custom  to  have  a  shooting  match  on  election  day  in  May. 
On  such  an  occasion  in  North  Bridgewater,  about  the  year  1820,  a  great 
many  birds  were  killed,  so  many  that  a  man  bought  them  by  the  cart-load 
for  the  purpose  of  enriching  his  land.  In  consequence,  there  was  a  great 
scarcity  of  birds  in  that  vicinity,  and  a  great  amount  of  grass  land  seemed 
to  be  injured,  but  from  what  cause  no  one  knew.  The  grass  withered  and 
turned  dark-colored,  as  though  it  had  been  burnt,  commencing  in  small 
tufts  and  spreading  in  large  circles.”  It  would  seem  that  the  insect  under 
consideration  would,  growing  undisturbed,  produce  precisely  this  result. 

Fourth.  During  the  month  of  May,  the  Bibio  larva  entirely  disap¬ 
peared  from  the  gizzards,  but,  up  to  the  21st  of  June,  was  replaced  by  a 
variety  of  insects  or  worms  only,  including  spiders,  caterpillars,  and  beetles 
of  the  family  Elateridae,  the  parents  of  the  well  known  wire-worms,  so  de¬ 
structive  to  corn  and  various  other  seeds  when  committed  to  the  ground. 

The  earth-worm  I  found  to  be  a  favorite  food  for  tlie  young  bird,  but 
sparingly  employed  by  the  adult  for  its  own  use. 

Fifth.  From  the  date  of  June  21st,  I  began  to  find  strawberries,  cher¬ 
ries,  and  pulpy  fruit  generally,  but  in  a  majority  of  the  examinations  inter¬ 
mingled  with  insects,  which  led  me  to  conclude  that  they  were  not  fond  of 
an  exclusively  vegetable  diet,  but  rather  adopted  it  as  a  dessert,  and  from 
the  ease  of  procuring  it,  particularly  during  the  enervating  season  of  moult¬ 
ing.  At  this  season  of  the  year,  I  discovered  a  marked  difference  in  the 
food  of  the  birds  killed  near  or  in  the  village,  and  those  killed  in  the  coun¬ 
try  at  a  distance  from  gardens  and  fruit  trees,  the  latter  having  less  of  stone 
fruit  and  more  of  insects  in  their  gizzards,  which  led  me  to  conclude  that 
the  robin  is  not  an  extensive  forager. 

Sixth.  The  mixed  diet  of  the  robin  seems  to  continue  from  the  ripening 
of  the  strawberries  and  cherries  to  October,  the  vegetable  portion  consisting, 
during  August  and  September,  in  great  part  of  elderberries  (Sambucus 
canadensis)  and  pokeberries  (Phytolacca  dccandra.) 
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Seventh.  During  the  month  of  October  the  vegetable  diet  is  wholly  dis¬ 
carded,  and  its  place  supplied  by  grasshoppers  and  orthopterous  insects 
generally. 

Eighth.  Early  in  November  the  robin  migrates  southward — the  few  re¬ 
maining  eking  out  a  miserable  existence,  during  the  winter  months,  on 
bayberries  (Myrica  cerifera),  privet  berries  (Ligustrum  vulgare),  and  juniper 
berries  (Juniperus  communis.) 

Having  entered  upon  this  investigation  unprejudiced,  I  have  only  sought 
for  the  facts  as  observation  should  develop  them,  and  these  are  the  results 
to  which  I  have  arrived  at  no  small  expenditure  of  time  and  labor.  In  this 
investigation  I  have  been  entirely  unaided  beyond  the  assistance  of  my 
pupils  in  procuring  specimens,  except  by  Mr.  E.  W.  Dickerson  of  Plymp- 
ton,  who  kindly  obtained  and  examined  a  few  individuals,  and  the  valuable 
assistance  of  Baron  Ostensacken  and  Dr.  Fitch,  already  alluded  to  in  this 
paper.  I  do  not,  however,  feel  satisfied  to  present  this  as  a  final  report, 
intending,  on  my  return  from  Europe  in  September,  to  subject  the  contents 
of  my  vials  to  a  critical  microscopic  examination,  that  I  may,  if  possible, 
identify  every  species  of  both  insects  and  vegetables.  To  aid  me  in  this 
more  specific  portion  of  my  labor,  I  hope  to  make  the  personal  acquaintance 
of  M.  Florent  Prevost,  Naturalist  to  the  Museum  of  Natural  History  in 
Paris,  who  has  made  the  alimentation  of  birds  a  careful  study,  and  recently 
presented  his  first  memoir  to  the  Imperial  and  Central  Society  of  Agricul¬ 
ture  in  France,  for  which  he  was  awarded  a  gold  medal,  and  from  which 
fact  I  infer  the  great  interest  the  subject  is  awakening  on  the  other  side  of 
the  water.  All  of  which  is  respectfully  submitted. 

J.  W.  P.  JENKS,  Chairman. 


Middlehoro' ,  Mass.,  March  5,  1859, 


